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DRAWING INSPIRATION FROM MARY:
JOAN WAGNER LAUNCHES NORTH AMERICAN PROGRAM FOR LAITY
DAYTON, Ohio- Over spring break Joan McGuinness Wagner traveled to Portland, Ore.,
with a group of University of Dayton students to "live in solidarity with the homeless." They
slept on the floor of an office building, worked in a soup kitchen and "opened ourselves to the
people on the street to hear their stories."
Wagner and her husband, A.J., a Montgomery County Common Pleas Court judge, cooked
dinners at their home near campus for more than 400 students of different faiths last year. "Our
dining room table is sacred ground. So much has been shared there," said Wagner, director of
Marianist strategies for the University of Dayton.
Wagner will share the Marianist spirituality and commitment to faith development, social
transformation, community building and hospitality in a new part-time role as director of a twoyear formation program for lay Marianists in North America. The Marianist Family Council, a
group of Marianists representing the Society of Mary, the Marianist sisters and lay Marianists in
North America, asked her to design and implement the program. She will work out of an office in
UD's Women's Center and continue her work with undergraduate students as director of
Marianist strategies on campus.
Marianists live a simple community life together as equals. The Roman Catholic religious
family, which started with priests, brothers, sisters, lay men and women rebuilding the Catholic
church in France after the French Revolution, draws its inspiration from Mary, the mother of Jesus,
and believes strongly in service to the youth and the poor. Today, Marianists work in 34 countries
with ministries in secondary and primary schools, universities and technical schools, parishes,
renewal centers, missions and social justice enterprises. In the United States, they founded three
universities, the University of Dayton, St. Mary's University in San Antonio and Chaminade
University in Honolulu.
"The Marianist Family began with lay people. We're reclaiming our roots," said Wagner,
noting that in an age of shrinking religious vocations it's up to the laity to help maintain religious
identity and mission.
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Initially the formation program will accept 12 participants, who reflect ethnic, geographic,
gender and age diversity. They will meet for two weekend retreats during the year, take online
courses in Marianist history and spirituality, read common books and discuss them in chat rooms
and model the spirit of Mary in their communities.
"The sense of community and inclusiveness drew me into the Marianist life," said Wagner,
a lay Marianist. "We're an inclusive people of faith who follow Mary. There's no manual, no
litmus test."
Wagner describes Mary as "the epitome of what we're all called to be. She's very faithfilled, but she never pushes it on you. She's a woman not unlike us. She's the woman who sat in
the cemetery and buried her son and husband. She had heartbreaks in her life, but still she
persevered. I'm always reminded of that Beatles song, Let it Be: 'In times of trouble, mother Mary
comes to me."'
As part of her new job, Wagner hopes to launch a Web site, using "the example of political
blogs that have created communities of literally millions of interactive users." The site will provide
secular and religious news, commentary, reflections, humor and opportunities to join small-faith
groups or attend events.
There are more than 6,000 lay Marianists worldwide, with a growth of lay Marianists in
North America during the past 20 years. The Rev. James Fitz, S.M., assistant provincial and a
member of the Marianist Family Council, said the need is greater than ever before for laity to look
at their lives as a vocation, too. "Although faith is a gift from our God, like any gift or talent it
must be nurtured and developed to be fruitful," he said. "Jesus often gathered his disciples alone
to nurture their gifts. But Jesus also sent them forth to proclaim the reign of God in word and
deed. The hope of this program is to give participants an opportunity to nurture their discipleship
in a formative community that will send them forth to proclaim God's reign in our world today.
The program will focus on the skills of leadership to nurture faith communities."
Wagner's expanded role with the Marianists will allow her to continue working with college
students while spreading the charism of a religious family that defines her outlook on life. Last
year she started a Marianist Fellows group comprised of 25 sophomores who met regularly for
dinner, conversation and prayer. This fall, four University-owned houses in the student
neighborhood will be home to groups of students "who want to live in community," sharing meals
and prayer. At least once a week, they'll invite other students for prayer and reflection.
"The students keep me going," Wagner said. "You look at all those faces of hope across
your table, and it keeps you going."
-30For interviews, call Joan McGuinness Wagner at (937) 229-4122 or
Joan.Wagner@notes.udayton.edu and Father Jim Fitz, S.M., at (314) 533-1207 or
jfitz@sm-usa.org.

